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Further education and skills is a challenging area in which to lead. 
Change and adaptation are part of our DNA. Policy turbulence is 
a constant and we have become experts in responding to it. But 
what is, in many respects, a significant virtue, can also hold us 
back, preventing us, as a sector, from being all that we can be. It 
can be tempting for leaders to focus on the day-to-day demands 
of curriculum change and shifting policy and accountability 
requirements, or to revert to tried-and-tested coping strategies to 
keep their organisation afloat in difficult times. Too often, though, 
these strategies are not fit for purpose, while constant adaptation 
to external change, however resourceful, can stop us recognising 
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This research project forms part of the FETL 2015/16 grants 
programme and was submitted jointly by AELP, the 157 Group, 
and Jean Kelly. Following project approval from FETL, work began 





























There is a discernible, but as yet unquantified, trend towards 
recruiting more leaders from outside the FE and Skills sector into 























































Matters requiring consideration  






































































The project set out to investigate the impact that new  
leaders introduced from outside the traditional FE and Skills 
sector can have on the organisations that they join, and 
















1		Working	Well	FETL	Project;	How Can Psychoanalysis And Systems Theory 



























The FE and Skills system should be used to change by now,  
but somehow each new wave seems more intimidating than  
the last. And the waves are never simply confined to one part  
of the ocean. Nor is it always easy to see them coming when  
your time is taken up with the day-to-day challenges of leading  























































3		Leading Learning Organisations: An Analysis of Leadership in the Further Education 
and Skills Sector’;	LSIS	2013	

































Identifying the sample 
AELP and the 157 Group identified relevant organisations and 
possible participants using their own membership bases and 
networks, and through research into recent appointments across 
the sector as reported in the trade press and elsewhere. We were 
interested in a variety of different types of ‘newness’ to the 















































Phase 1 interviews 
A script aligned with the initial research purpose was drafted 
to allow AELP and the 157 Group to undertake one-to-one 


















Leadership of Thinking Exchange:  
round table events 
At the core of the research process were two facilitated round 
table events which brought together some of our sample of new 
leaders with established leaders who had been in their roles for  





Following the second phase of interviews, the project team 
selected 5 of the participants and their organisations to be the 










The project has raised awareness about its work and reported its 

























Phase 2 follow-up interviews 
One important element of the research was to capture any 
changes in attitudes or behaviours related to the leadership of 
thinking during the course of the project. In order to do this the 
project team identified 12 leaders, both new and established, 
from those who attended the round table exchanges to take part 
in follow-up interviews. An additional interview was undertaken 
with an individual from the original sample of 21 new leader 












Development of the leadership of thinking 
There does appear to be an increased focus on thinking about 

























































Most of those in our sample had started in their new role in the 
12 months prior to the beginning of the project. As such, the 
recruitment process was still relatively fresh in their minds and 
they were able to provide valuable insights into how those from 
outside the sector might be attracted and how the prospects of 


























































Case Study: The Manchester  
College – blending leadership  














































































































Induction and orientation 
Once a new leader has been appointed there is then the question 
of how to create the conditions for them to succeed over and 
above what would normally be done for any other recruit. One 
area mentioned consistently by our participants was the need to 
have clear parameters to work within and a mutually understood 



































Case Study: HIT Training Ltd –  


























Getting the best out of new leaders 
For most of our new leaders the first year was challenging as they 
gradually surfaced the peculiarities of the further education and 
skills system. This is to be expected, and is true to a certain extent 






























Case Study: Leicester College  
































The extent of the contrast between the organisation that the 
individual previously worked in and their new employer also 
needs bearing in mind. For many interviewees, their move into  
a college or independent learning provider involved a shift into  







































































What is distinctive about the thinking of 
those from outside the sector compared  
to internal promotions? 
Much of this project has been about the introduction of new 
leaders from outside the sector. Some of the drivers that have  
led to this type of recruitment have been discussed elsewhere, 
but it may be helpful to summarise what appears to be distinctive 
about the thinking that they are likely to bring compared to those 




































































































Just thinking differently  
or leading thinking? 
A high proportion of our new leaders were deliberately  
recruited because they would bring something different to  
the organisation. A fresh set of eyes and a brief not to accept  
the status quo are certainly a good start and all of our 
interviewees had been able to offer ideas and new insights  




































Impact of the exchange of views between 
new and established leaders  
While the focus of the project has mainly been on new leaders, 
we were also interested in any effect that dialogue between them 
and their more established colleagues through the round tables 













































When things don’t work out 
No form of recruitment assures lasting success. And the impact 





























Interview scripts and case study prompts 
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